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Your Simone: Eros, Ethics and
the Other Scene of Writing in
Simone de Beauvoir
Silvia L. Lopez

I.
The personal correspondence of philosophers and writers has always
enjoyed an avid reading public. Readers engage in the fantasy of
getting to know thinkers on a more intimate basis through the letters
they write to others: from mere curiosity to the hope for an impassioned vicarious experience, the readers participate in the affairs of
the heart and chambreof their favorite authors. This is particularly
true where love letters are concerned. Starting, perhaps, with the
earliest epistolary love story of all, that of Abelard and Heloise,
readers of love letters have been fascinated with the idea of having
access to the human dimension revealed by authors in their respective lover's discourse'. More restrained and self-conscious readers,
I wish to thank Michelle Lekas for our conversations about Algren and for her
helpful editorial comments.
1When
speaking of a lover's discourse I adhere to Roland Barthes's distinction
between lay correspondence and the letters written by those in love. In A Lover's
Discoursehe writes: "The Marquise is not in love; what she postulates is a correspondence,
i.e., a tactical enterprise to defend positions, make conquests; this enterprise must
reconnoiter the positions (the subgroups) of the adverse group, i.e. must articulate the
touch (in this sense, 'correspondence' is precisely the word to use, in its mathematical
sense). But for the lover the letter has no tactical value: it is purely expressive-at most,
flattering (but here flattery is not a matter of self-interest, merely the language of
devotion); what I engage in with the other is a relation, not a correspondence: the
relation brings together two images (158)."
MLN 119 (2004): 644-655 ? 2004 by The Johns Hopkins University Press
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such as scholars, will justify their engagement with this material as
necessary for learning more about the historical and personal context
of the authors they study, and see these letters as documents that
corroborate information already referenced in their essays or their
novels. No matter what the reason, one cannot but suspect that at
heart of this curiosity lies a fundamental desire to unmask the writer
as subject and to assume a possible encounter with her in her
nakedness of being. Perhaps, in this encounter, one could even speak
of an aggressive impetus to debunk that mediation between the
layperson and the intellectual, and a need to hold onto a human
plane of existence where reader and writer, in the end, share the
same registers of experience.
In this context, the posthumous 1998 publication of the 304 letters
Simone de Beauvoir wrote to Nelson Algren between 1947 and 1964,
cannot be but a celebrated case in point.2 These letters are bound in
a volume given a title (A Transatlantic Love Affair: Letters to Nelson

Algren) that frames our reading. The cover features a picture of a
smiling couple: Beauvoir looking lovingly at him, Algren with his arm
around her waist and looking at the photographer. A series of letters
have now been transformed into a book that tells between its covers
one story: that of a love affair. This text is also properly annotated in
order to supplement the deafening silence of the absence of Algren's
letters to Beauvoir. Here, at last, the public is supposed to have access
to Simone de Beauvoir, "the real woman." This is in no small way
ironic given Beauvoir's uncontested place in the history of the
theorization of woman as a category, not to speak of the fact that her
memoirs had in her mind bluntly and very deliberately already told
all there was to tell about the unfolding of her existence. Nonetheless, the scholarly world saw these letters to Algren as yet another
window into a particular moment of her life. Most of the scholarship
written about these letters analyzes the loving character of Beauvoir's
discourse, as it contrasts with that of her letters to Sartre for example,
or focuses on the kind of information the letters offer for the corroboration of situations and events that Beauvoir has already described elsewhere in her memoirs.3Together with the 1990 appearance

2

These letters first came out in French translation in 1997.

3 For example Deirdre Bair's biography uses the letters to corroborate Beauvoir's

self-depiction as presented in her memoirs as does Hazel Barnes ("Simone de
Beauvoir's Journal and Letters: a Poisoned Gift?"in Simonede BeauvoirStudies, 1991).
Authors like Liliane Lazar (In Simonede BeauvoirStudies: "Une Passion americaine: Les
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of Deirdre Bair's authoritative Beauvoir biography, these letters have
joined a large archive from which evidence is drawn for what is
imagined to have been her life.
It is with some skepticism that one must venture into that territory
of the reconstruction
of her love life, and particularly into the
treatment of letters as vehicles of proximity to her being as "woman."
One is obliged to ask an entirely different set of questions about these
letters and their production as event. If the effect of this event is the
production of one last attempt at rendering Simone de Beauvoir, the
"woman," accessible, one must ask not only how these letters are but
how this letter writing is, a technology of the self,4 part and parcel of a
writing constellation of a period that ends up producing Simone de
Beauvoir, the philosopher and fiction writer. The question is of
notable interest, if one considers that the years of letter writing
between Beauvoir and Algren, especially from its beginning (1947)
until their falling out over The Mandarins (when the novel was
published in English in 1956), correspond to the years of what is
perhaps Simone de Beauvoir's most important intellectual production. During these years she wrote The Second Sex (1949), The
Mandarins (1954) and her important essay on Sade, "Faut-il Brfler
Sade?"(1955), alongside numerous essays for Les Temps Modernes.
Of importance is also the fact that her copious epistolary activity
with Algren was conducted in a foreign language in which Beauvoir
was able to invent and hear herself in a sustained fashion in a tongue,
syntax and fantasy space different from her own. This alterity may
directly relate to the emergence of Simone de Beauvoir's most
authoritative, most philosophical and more fictional voice elsewhere,
due in part to the way this other quotidian scene of writing cleared a
space for it.5 This scene existed away from Sartre, Paris, and the
French language. In this context, more than her testimony of "a

lettres de Simone de Beauvoir a Nelson Algren" (1998-1999) and "Le Couple
Beauvoir-Sartre dans leur correspondance: le dialogue amoureux de leur jeunesse"
(1991)), focus on the spontaneous and loving Beauvoir revealed in her letters to
Algren. For other scholarship on the Algren letters see the works cited section of this
essay.
41 mean this in the sense of Foucault's summoning of various practices: for instance,
confessions, letter writing and specific attentions to the self as productions of the self as
well.
5 In
speaking of "the other scene" I am pointing toward two different situations of
writing rather different states of consciousness (as it is understood in Freud and
elaborated in Derrida).
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transatlantic love affair," these letters belong to a writing constellation
that sheds light on the relationship between critical thought, selfconstitution, and philosophical production in modernity. In Beauvoir's
case her own ethical reflections on ambiguous subjectivity, as presented early on in The Ethics of Ambiguity (1948), served as a paradoxical grounding for this epistolary activity that eventually allowed for
the constitution of a philosophical self. Beauvoir's idea of subjectivity
is inextricably linked to the centrality of the body and the vicissitudes
of its encounter with the world. The body is a source of vulnerability,
alienation, and desire, as well as the locus of subjective affirmation.
The erotic dimension in the relationship with the other is an
ambiguous realm in which risk, reciprocity, and recognition enter a
dialectical relationship. The paradox we face in light of Beauvoir's
ideas on subjectivity can be formulated this way: while Beauvoir
proposes an ethics that is grounded in the body that fights repetition
and boredom and is open to the other in the most generous ways, the
repetitive activity of her own body when it comes to writing points to
another dimension of the constitution of the subject that exceeds her
own ideological moment. To put it in a common psychoanalytic
formulation "the subject emerges where ideology fails." While she
offers herself to the other through the activity of writing love letters,
in what Debra Bergoiffen has called an ethic of erotic generosity, her
body works through repetition to clear a space where a different
subject emerges, not the subject in love but the subject of love, her
philosophical self.

II.
In Gendered Phenomenologies and Erotic Generosities, Debra Bergoffen
provides us with a trajectory of the erotic as a philosophical category
in de Beauvoir's oeuvre. Bergoffen situates Beauvoir's contribution
between those of Sartre and Merleau Ponty by maintaining that she
thesis of
draws out "the ethical implications of the phenomenological
moral
dimenthe
time
the
same
at
while
"pursuing
intentionality"
sions of the existential idea of freedom" (6). It is perhaps in this light
that Beauvoir's recapitulation of her relationship with Nelson Algren
as described in Force of Circumstance must be understood. She writes:
I return to it now (the Algren affair) not out of any taste for gossip, but in
order to examine more closely a problem that in ThePrimeof LifeI took to
be too easily resolved: Is there any possible reconciliation between fidelity
and freedom? And if so, at what price? (214)
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Her relationship with Algren and its discursive unfolding gave
Beauvoir a field of action and of reflection on her own philosophical
beliefs. While she condemns passion in its maniacal form, she does
understand that a new relationship with the other can start with
passion. In The Ethics of Ambiguity she writes:
It is only as something strange, forbidden, as something free that the other
is revealed as an other. And to love him genuinely is to love him in his
otherness and in that freedom by which he escapes. Love is the renunciation of all possession, of all confusion. One renounces being in order that
there may be that being which one is not. Such generosity, moreover,
cannot be exercised on behalf of any object whatsoever . . . passion is
converted to genuine freedom if one destines his existence to other
existences through being-whether a thing or a man-at which he aims,
without hoping to entrap it in the destiny of the in-itself. (67)
In this formulation, we have in nuce what will become Beauvoir's
critique of Sartre, and therefore of Hegel, in The Second Sex. Their
thought does not allow thinking beyond a homogenous Other ruled
by death and reciprocity. The Sartrean Other exists only as our
fantasy, and a necessary one, that fuses our social life with our death.
In contrast, she urges thinking the heterogeneous
multiplicity of
others: particularly the link between alterity and multiplicity that
confronts Sartre's predication of the category of Other on the
absence of woman. In response to this entrapment of woman in
Sartrean immanence, Beauvoir will develop the ideas of risk, reciprocity, and ambiguous subjectivity and link them with "the drama of
the erotic event" (Bergoffen, 6). The paradigm of intersubjectivity
inherited from Hegel is eventually transformed in de Beauvoir's
writing into an erotic model of recognition whereby the conditions of
possibility of the moral relationship are based on our willingness to
assume the risks of vulnerability and the bonds of ambiguous
subjectivity (Bergoffen, 6).
Her letters to Algren bear testimony to this ethic of erotic generosities that will seem ambiguous by its very definition, as we can attest in
this letter written to Algren:
What I felt yesterday is this: it is true what you said once, you have not to be
faithful in the conventional way if you don't feel like it. But for myself Ijust
know I could not sleep with any man now until I meet you again. I just
could not bear to feel another's man's hands or lips when I long so bitterly
for your beloved hands and kips (sic). I'll be faithful as a dutiful and
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is the way it is. (A

Transatlantic Love Affair, 69)6

In another letter she expresses the contrast between what love has
done to her and her public ideas:
We have to be a little more challenging, or what about sex struggle, and
freedom in love, and love in freedom, and all these fine progressive
notions? I am a bit humiliated to feel such a corny kind of wife, never
finding fault in you! (TLA, 102)
Love's contingency does not cancel the bodily experience of passion:
instead, here the erotic becomes the site where the dialectic of
freedom and happiness is never sublated but rather becomes a
negative dialectic that refuses moral homogeneity. The nature of this
contingency is not paradoxical but rather as Bergoffen reminds us:
In positing an ethic of the erotic where freedom is identified as the
condition of possibility of the paradigmatic moral act-the gist of passion
that reveals us to ourselves and to each other in our joy, our vulnerability,
our generosity, and our subjectivity-Beauvoir asks us to reconsider the
meanings of intersubjectivity. (217)
So the constitution of the intersubjective realm, of the mechanism of
the production of subjectivity through recognition,
in this case
mediated by the category of the erotic, has a material space carved
out by the love letter. Subjectivity, then, arises from a material ritual
performance. While letter writing was part of Simone de Beauvoir's
daily routine, in this case the ritualistic performance was carried out
in letters written in English twice a week and sent across the ocean: a
ritual that encompassed transatlantic travel and the wait for transatlantic recognition.
Unlike other correspondences of Beauvoir, especially her letters to
Sartre, which are marked by the urgency of their intellectual and
political content, these letters to Algren are filled with detailed
description of her daily routines. For example:
Mon bien-aime,
It is nice to write to you from this little room. It is 5 p.m., the sun shines
very softly above the village and the green hills; my window is open and the
table is against the window, so I am in the landscape. It is a very old French
scenery.... I went to bed at ten, and as there was no nice man to prevent
me from sleeping

...

(TLA, 18)

6 From here on abbreviated as TLA.
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Besides recounting her daily activities, de Beauvoir often wrote about
what she was reading and urged Algren to read French books to get
to know her better. In the same letter we read:
I have read a novel of Carson MacCullers; I was pleased to read an
American book, but it was not good at all. I read Kafka, too, as I told you.
I thought I really should like for you to read all you can find of French
modern literature.... You must, my dearest husband, you must try to get
something of my French life as I tried to live your Chicago life with you.
Will you? (TLA, 18)
The interest of these love letters lies not in what they say but in the
fact that this "what" is repeated in a ritualistic manner. This is
especially true when we contrast the hours of letter writing in a
foreign language with the other part of Simone de Beauvoir's days,
which were filled with hours of writing serious philosophical prose
and elaborate fictional prose in her mother tongue. The coexistence
of these two forms of writing speaks to a relationship between the
rituals of self-constitution and the production of the figure of the
public author.
Adrian van den Hoven maintains that the Algren affair "threw a
monkey wrench into the works and demonstrated that love is an
emotion around one which cannot plan one's life" (118) and that
these letters, which are at the center of Beauvoir's writing activities,
are part of a true literary constellation. His thesis takes into account
that de Beauvoir introduces Algren in America Day by Day, narrates
their affair in Force of Circumstance, and immortalizes and fictionalizes
it in The Mandarins. Indeed, the affair was treated and replayed by de
Beauvoir in different ways throughout her writing. Of course, this is
true of most of her life experiences. What is different about these
letters is the fact that they created a space for her where erotic
recognition played a fundamental role and became constitutive of
her activity, not as the lover of Nelson Algren, but as Simone de
Beauvoir, the French philosopher.
If so far one accepts the thesis that there is an irreducible
relationship between the activity of writing love letters, the production of a self, and the emergence of the philosophical
subject,
psychonalysis becomes the paradigm of choice for illuminating this
process. Mladen Dolar's discussion of the mechanisms of interpellation and their shortcomings is helpful, as he reminds us that
subjectivity arises immaterially from a material ritual performance
that takes place through repetition, and that repetition implies the
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irreducibility of materiality to phenomenality.7 The remainder in this
mechanism of subjective interpellation is the experience of love (85).
It is precisely this fact that makes love letters a different type of
production that involves more than an ethic of erotic generosity, that
constitutes one scene of writing, the other, the one that cohabits the
space functions literally, in a different language, in a different syntax,
and articulates a parallel subject.
I am not interested here in discussing the contested critiques of
Althusser's notion of interpellation held by different theorists, such as
Dolar and Butler, but rather to point out what is at stake. Although
her thinking differs theoretically from Dolar's, Judith Butler formulates a similar thesis this way:
Ideas exist "inscribed" in acts that are practices regulated by rituals. Can
they appear any other way; can they have an "existence" outside ritual?
What might it mean to rethink the material not only as regulated
repetition, but as a repetition that produces a subject acting in full
consciousness according to his belief? (126)
And furthermore, what else is produced besides "a subject acting in
full consciousness according to his belief'? In other words, and for
our purposes, how can we posit a relationship between the repetitive
activity of letter writing and the formulation of philosophical ideas? If
we think that love as an irreducible and constitutive experience is
constituted through a repetitive writing activity and that this clears a
space where another subject writes, then what seem to be private,
relatively uninteresting and repetitive love letters become in the case
of Simone de Beauvoir a different scene of writing, central not only to
the production of an erotic generous self but to a production of ideas
outside that logic. It is perhaps more than a coincidence that this
period of letter writing is also that of the articulation of de Beauvoir's
most important philosophical ideas as presented in The Second Sex.

III.
The dynamic of the scenes of writing that we have discussed also
existed in a social context. Personal letter writing was inserted into an
economy of social relations that generated the modern ways of
thinking we have come to know. Only fifty years ago, this was still
7For an exposition of the disagreement between Butler and Dolar over this matter
see her ThePsychicLife of Power(1997).
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possible. The process of rationalization has evolved to such a point
that it is now hard to begin to imagine this kind of correspondence,
self-construction, and hence, a corresponding intellectual production that seems so out of synch with our organization of time and
space. Adorno speaks to this when he writes about Walter Benjamin
as letter writer:
Subjectively, though, in the age of disintegrating experience people are no
longer disposed to write letters. For the time being it seems that technology is undercutting their premise. Since letters are no longer necessary, in
view of the speedier means of communication and the dwindling of spacetime distances, their very substance is dissolving. Benjamin brought to
them an uninhibited talent for antiquities; he celebrated the wedding of a
vanishing institution to its utopian restoration. (xix)
He adds:
The letter became one of his literary forms; as such, it does transmit the
primary impulses, but interposes something between them and the addressee: the process of shaping the written material as if in conformance
with the law of objectification-in spite of the particular occasion and also
by virtue of it-as though the impulse were otherwise not legitimate.
Thinkers of major significance and power will often produce insights that
address their objects with utmost fidelity and yet at the same time are
insights into thinkers themselves.... The letter form suited him because it
predisposes to mediated objectified immediacy. Letter writing simulates
life in the medium of the frozen word. In a letter one can disavow isolation
and nonetheless remain distant, apart, isolated. (xviii)
Following Adorno, we can argue that at a general social level, letter
writing was for the European intelligentsia of the times both the
material inscription of a relationship to the other, as well as a
technology of self-production that was historically determined. Love
letters, while situated in this larger context, do reveal another facet of
the economy of writing, as we have demonstrated in the case of
Beauvoir. The necessary mediation involved in the objectified immediacy of letters allows Beauvoir the possibility of both constituting a
gendered self that encounters the other in an erotic but mediated
way while at the same time letting a different discourse outside of that
self emerge with authority elsewhere. Here the question of the
constitution of gender illuminates the different predicaments that
Benjamin and Beauvoir experienced when it came to the affirmation
of a philosophical discourse.
The sheer volume of pages of the Algren-de Beauvoir correspondence, its tedious repetitive character, and curiously, its personal and
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quotidian nature made these letters telling of the social context of
their production as well. Algren was the isolated, marginalized writer
living in Chicago, who struggled with a level of alienation that not
even the Pulitzer Prize could remedy, nor prevent him from falling
through the net of the non-social space he inhabited. His letters to
In
Beauvoir belong to a private space of personal redemption.
in
the
intellectual
life
of
where
Beauvoir
was
inserted
Paris,
contrast,
she belonged to a collectivity, the existential "family," and where her
written production always already existed in the public domain. The
way in which their respective scenes of writing, not only public and
private but intimate and social as well, were constituted ended up
defining an incommensurable gap between them. It is this fundamental distinction between the worlds of Beauvoir and Algren that
eventually leads to the end of the correspondence.

IV.
The question that Simone de Beauvoir posed in Force of Circumstance
in relation to Algren and the possibility of reconciling freedom and
fidelity brings us to the territory of the separation between public and
private and the way in which de Beauvoir problematized this distinction through her constant written treatment of her private life. Her
first bitter disagreement with Algren over this came when Beauvoir
depicted their love story in her novel The Mandarins, where the
characters Anne and Lewis recreate the affair. De Beauvoir dedicated
the novel to Algren and was perplexed by his reaction. Deirdre Bair
reports this conflict from a conversation with Beauvoir:
"And to think," she recalled with an element of genuine surprise on her
voice, "that when I started to write TheMandarins,all I had in mind was to
pay homage to Nelson Algren by writing our love story!" (411)
When she took up the Algren affair again in one of the volumes of
her memoirs, Force of Circumstance, she did so knowing that it would
anger Algren, who never comprehended her method of writing about
what he considered private matters. When the book was published in
English in 1964, it marked the end of all contact between them. But
the split was not a clean one. Algren remained infuriated until the
end of his life and never forgave her. Even sixteen years after this
rupture, Algren refused to speak with her. In an interview he granted
W J. Weatherby from The London Times the day before his death in
1981, Algren expressed his views about their correspondence:
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"Hell. Love letters should be private. I've been in whorehouses all over the
world and the woman there always closes the door . . . but this woman

flung the door open and called in the public and the Press.... I don't have
any malice against her, but I think it was an appalling thing to do." (Bair,
502)

After Algren's death, de Beauvoir agreed to publish the letters she
had written to him. Algren's estate respected his wish for the privacy
he felt had been violated and refused to allow the publication of
Algren's letters to her. Whether Algren's final response answers her
question as to the reconciliation between freedom and fidelity we will
never know, but if we consider that her private writing was inextricably bound to her public discourse one would tend to agree with Elene
Clichy that this was
une facon de pervertir le rapport prive-public, d'assumerle passage d'un
discours intime dans la sphere publique, en livrant une autre facete d'ellememe. (135)
After all, for her everything was, in colloquial parlance, fair game.
And in this sense she was faithful to the ethics of ambiguity she
theorized, and to its sometimes risky game. All of this was necessary to
the mise en fiction of her own life that she worked through in that
other scene of writing: her correspondence.
As much as we might
choose to relegate that other scene to the province of the "personal,"
that conceit is only possible at the expense of Beauvoir. Because
ultimately Beauvoir, the philosopher, emerges only by dint of the
writing economy that refuses the separation between public and
private, quotidian life and reflective work and, as Plato would remind
us, the erotic and the conceptual.
CarletonCollege
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